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penitentiary in Huntsville, Texas. While a small audience attended the 1938 performance
broadcast from a prison administrator’s office, by the time of the fourth anniversary broad-
cast in 1944, the ›free-world‹ whites-only audience had swelled to 1.280. Prison officials
insisted that the musical education of inmates had a salutary effect on their vocational
training in preparation for their employment in the war industries. My research suggests
that inmates viewed the airshows less as an expression of patriotism, than as a vehicle for
early release from a system that was far from ideal.
Elizabeth Amelia Hadley (Clinton, NY)
»Marian Had Opened the Door… I Kept it
from Closing Again.«
»I am here and you will know that I am the best and will hear me […]. The color of
my skin or the kink of my hair or the spread of my mouth has nothing to do with
what you are listening to.« Leontyne Price, Time 14th January 19851
Leontyne Price’s ascendancy to prima donna assoluta was framed by the Civil Rights, Black
Power, and Black Arts Movements. Although her name may be absent from the rosters of
activism in either movement, she was lyrically and majestically opening doors to Opera
houses both nationally and internationally; enabling other people of color to enter. Price’s
words and deeds manifest a deliberate commitment to inspire a new generation of vocal-
ists to enter the gilt-encrusted, hallowed halls of opera.
Mary Violet Leontyne Price was born and raised in segregated Laurel, Mississippi,
where people were proud of their Black heritage. Price was popular among Black and
White people in Laurel, where both communities nurtured her desire to pursue an opera
career. Excellence was Price’s weapon of choice for combating discrimination. Price,
known for her quiet dignified comportment, encountered and candidly addressed racial
inequities throughout her career.
Although the nation was cognizant of the threats to and eventual assassinations of Mal-
colm X and the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., few were aware that Price’s life was
imperiled throughout her preparation to open the newMetropolitan Opera House at Rocke-
feller Center in 1966, because she was a Black woman singing on the opera stage, a locale
tacitly accepted as the dominion of White divas. Price performed in defiance of impending
danger to her life while predominately white critics and audiences subsequently celebrated
her as the prima donna assoluta. Indeed, she introduced Cleopatra, the first century Egyptian
1 Michael Walsh, »What Price Glory, Leontyne!«, in: Time Magazine 14th January 1985, p. 67.
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queen to critical acclaim in Samuel Barber’s Antony and Cleopatra, a work explicitly commis-
sioned for the opening of the new Metropolitan Opera House at Lincoln Center in 1966.
Leontyne Price’s cultural achievements in a European art form and her contributions
to the advancement of African Americans in the opera world in the face of adversity meted
out by a white hostile society, concurrently with the Civil Rights, and male-dominated
Black Power and Black Arts Movements as mise en scène are the focus of this discourse.
How does one achieve the title of ›absolute‹ when your compatriots continually place ob-
stacles in your path? The title of this essay is derived from remarks made by Price pay-
ing homage in recognition of her debt to Marian Anderson (1897–1993). A glance at her
childhood community and significant contributors to her maturation will glean some per-
spective of Leontyne Price’s Black conscientiousness.
Mary Violet Leontyne Price was born 10th February 1927 in Laurel, Mississippi, in
a predominately Black community that nurtured her self-confidence and encouraged her
music talents from childhood. Her mother, Kate (Baker) Price was a midwife, and her fa-
ther, James A. Price, a carpenter, employed at the local sawmill, both sang in the choir at
St. Paul’s Methodist Church. Consequently, Leontyne was frequently present during choir
rehearsals in addition to attending church on Sundays. Leontyne’s earliest recollection of
music was listening to her mother sing »in a lovely lyric soprano voice as she hung the
laundry to dry.«2 As a toddler, Leontyne performed concerts on her doll piano for her
mother who recognized her proclivity for music, and hired a local music teacher to teach
Leontyne piano when she was three and half, for two dollars a lesson, or in exchange for
laundering clothes.3 Leontyne excelled in piano and played for the church choir when she
was older. Although Price was born and raised in segregated Mississippi, she received sup-
port, love, and respect from both, Black and White communities.
Leontyne’s Aunt, Everlina Greer, was a maid for 40 years in the home of ElizabethWis-
ner Chisholm and Alexander Chisholm, an affluent family, located in a white suburb of
Laurel. Leontyne occasionally met her Aunt there, and while waiting, sang and played with
the Chisholm daughters. Subsequently, the Chisholm’s employed Leontyne to perform re-
citals at their social gatherings, during which Mrs. Chisholm was the piano accompanist.
Eventually, Leontyne was in demand to sing at social events throughout her community.
The Chisholms respectfully sought the Price’s permission to contribute to Leontyne’s ad-
vanced vocal lessons, and upon their sanction, her »two families«, as she referred to them,
continued to assist Leontyne emotionally and financially throughout her academic tenure
at Juilliard, and later, during her opera career.4 Price emerged from Laurel to attend histo-
rically Black Central State College in Wilberforce, Ohio, where she was encouraged by
Black American vocalist, actor, and political activist, Paul Bustill Robeson (1898–1976).
These insular communities were instrumental in molding a positive affirmation of her
presence, and self-esteem. If she were the target of a racial incident in Laurel, it was quietly
taken care of without incident or knowledge to her. For example:
2 »A Voice Like a Banner Flying: Leontyne Price«, in: Time Magazine 10th March 1961.
3 Ibid.
4 Helen Ormsbee, »Leontyne Price’s Bess Caps Her Lucky Year«, January 1955.
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Leontyne’s first big concert was scheduled by the Chisholms in the auditorium of
the Laurel High School, which was named after Mrs. Chisholm’s father. When
some grumblings rose around town about a Negro singing in the auditorium of the
white school, the Chisholms rented the city auditorium and the concert was held
there before a sold-out house. Proceeds went to a local Negro hospital.5
Years later, Mrs. Elizabeth Chisholm explained the handling of the incident, stating »we
didn’t want to clutter up her mind with worries about things like that.«6 The Price and the
Chisholm families had agreed from age six that Leontyne was a special person born with a
gift, and sheltered her from adversarial activities so she could focus solely on attaining her
dream, and both families spent a life time supporting her spiritually and financially, and
providing every opportunity to assist her in achieving her objectives. Even the Chisholm
children, Jean and Peggy agreed to fewer Christmas gifts in order to contribute to the
Leontyne opera fund established in their home. They remained close friends to Leontyne
Price, and attended her performances throughout her career. Price’s early interaction with
Robeson, and the political activism of her mother and father as members of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in Laurel, unequivocally
forged her political consciousness.
Price was popular among teachers and classmates in High School where in addition to
singing she was a cheerleader and drum majorette. After graduation from High School, in
pursuit of a teaching degree in music, she attended Historically Black Central State College.
Upon hearing her sing, however, Robeson encouraged her to pursue a vocal career beyond
the undergraduate level. Toward that end, Robeson held a benefit performance with the
proceeds allocated to Price, the Chisholm family provided additional financial support and
Juilliard’s School of Music awarded her a four-year scholarship where she studied from
1949–1952. At Juilliard, Price began vocal study with former concert vocalist Florence
Page Kimball. Their alliance transcended teacher and student relationship and blossomed
into a warm friendship of mutual respect, during which Kimball became Price’s devoted
teacher, coach, and friend until her death in 1977. Price studied the classics, contemporary
French songs, and opera roles. Kimball primed Price to »sing on your vocal interest, not
on the principal«, and on how to dress for performances. Price characterized their associa-
tion as »The most important relationship of my life. […] Like sex, it was pure chemistry.«7
The Civil Rights Movement was in dress rehearsal for the second American Revolution
when Price completed Juilliard and made her public entrance as a vocalist on the Broadway
stage in April 1952. After leaving the nurturing environments of Laurel, Central State
College, and Juilliard, Price began to tour the United States during which she personally
experienced societal inequities of ›Jim Crow‹. While Audiences from Texas to Chicago em-
braced her performances, she was concurrently relegated to segregated hotels, restaurants,
5 Jay Milner, »A Little Girl From Mississippi Makes Good«, in: Herald Tribune.
6 Ibid.
7 Michael Walsh, reported by Nancy Newman, »Leontyne Price: What Price Glory«, in: Time Maga-
zine 14th January 1985.
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and traveling facilities. Segregation began to erode at the conclusion of Price’s international
tours (1953–1954), when the United States Supreme Court, in a now historical case, com-
pelled by the Civil Rights Movement, ruled unanimously that separate facilities by race
were unconstitutional in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954).
Price knew, that »Marian had opened the door« of the Metropolitan Opera House in
1955, and assumed roles with a fervor to keep that door »from closing again.« Price’s per-
formance as Mistress Ford in Giuseppe Verdi’s Falstaff during a 1952 Juilliard production,
prompted American composer and music critic, Virgil Garnett Thomson, to offer her the
role of St. Cecelia in his opera Four Saints in Three Acts (1934) at the International Arts
Festival in Paris, and in New York the same year (1952). Predicated on her performance
in this opera, Ira Gershwin cast her as Bess with William Warfield as Porgy, and Cab
Calloway as Sportin’ Life, in his opera, Porgy and Bess (1935). The production toured the
United States catapulting it into America’s best-loved opera; realizing Gershwin’s dream,
that it »appeal to the many rather than to the cultured few.«8 The all-Black cast garnered the
production critical acclaim eluded in 1935, culminating in a two-year international tour,
sponsored by the United States’ State Department, that included Vienna, Berlin, London,
Paris, and Russia. Price’s critical acclaim as vocalist was heralded with her characteriza-
tion of Bess, described as »the incarnation of sensuality« in the national and international
production, importuning extended performance dates.9
During a ten-year barrage of the world’s great stages, Price continued in challenging
opera enterprises winning critical acclaim. Her debut recital was at New York’s Town Hall
in the premiere of Samuel Barber’s Hermit Songs with the composer as her accompanist in
1954; debuts with Charles Munch, and the Boston Symphony, and Eugene Ormandy and
the Philadelphia Orchestra in 1954; and she performed Giuseppe Verdi’s Aida (1871), for the
first time at Chicago Lyric Opera in 1955.10 Three years after her Chicago debut (1955),
renowned Conductor, Herbert von Karajan who exclaimed that her voice »gave him goose
pimples«, cast her as the Ethiopian princess, Aida, at the ViennaWiener Staatsoper in 1958.
Two years later, her 1960 performance as Aida at Teatro alla Scala prompted one Italian
critic to exclaim »Our great Verdi would have found her the ideal Aida.«11 Consequently,
Price portrayed Aida at Verona, Vienna, Covent Garden, the Städtische Oper Berlin, and
other venues. Giuseppe Verdi’s Aida would become her signature opera.
In the United States, Price was the first African American to sing opera on television,
accomplishing this tour de force the same year Rosa Parks, secretary of the Montgomery,
Alabama chapter of the NAACP incited the Montgomery Bus Boycott (1955–1956), when
she refused to relinquish her seat to a white person. Encountering formidable opposition,
and cancellations from local affiliates, Price debuted triumphantly in the title role of Gia-
como Puccini’s Tosca (1900), in the National Broadcasting Company’s (NBC) 1955 produc-
8 »It Ain’t Necessarily Appealing«, in: The Toronto Star 11th April 1999.
9 Allen Hughes, »Another Major Step for Leontyne Price«, January 1961.
10 Susan Heller Anderson, »Leontyne Price – Still the Diva«, in: The New York Times 7th February
1982, sec. 2, p. 1.
11 »Stunning Last Role Showed that Price Can Still Hit Peak«, in: The San Diego Union-Tribune 7th Jan-
uary 1985, p. D-6.
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tion. Price said of this experience, »casting a Negro in the role […] created quite a rumpus
[…]. Bess was a good preparation for Tosca […] both were strumpets, only Tosca dressed
better.«12 National critical acclaim from this production, assured her successive television
engagements for several years thereafter (1955–1958, 1960, 1962, 1964). Price’s meteoric ar-
rival as an opera singer began in 1957, the same year Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
inaugurated The Southern Christian Leadership Conference championing African-Am-
erican equity, when she appeared with the San Francisco Opera Company as Madame
Lidoine, the devout Mother Superior in the United States première of French composer,
Francis Poulenc’s Les Dialogues des Carmelites (1954), where she continued to perform reg-
ularly for the next 14 years (1957–1959, 1960–1961, 1963, 1965, 1967, 1968, 1971).
Racism proscribed her idol, Marian Anderson, from gracing the stage of theMetropolitan
Opera House until her vocal efflorescence had diminished, and racism postponed Price’s
entrance. Although Price’s achievements merited earlier entrée, she nevertheless, arrived
at the Metropolitan Opera House during her vocal prime. Price continued to practice her
craft and hone her skills in challenging roles in concert halls nationally, and in renowned
opera houses internationally, such as the Vienna Philharmonic (1959), and the Teatro alla
Scala in Milan (1960) becoming the first Black woman to sing a principal role there.13 After
receiving critical acclaim throughout Europe, general manager, Sir Rudolph Bing, offered
Leontyne Price a contract with New York’s Metropolitan Opera House in 1960. Bing had
abetted Marian Anderson in unraveling the segregated velvet rope amid strident oppo-
sition by inviting her to sing at the Met five years earlier in 1955. Leontyne Price made
her laudable entrance there in 1961 as Leonora, a noble lady in Verdi’s Il Trovatore (1853),
the same year the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) dispatched integrated groups of
youth designated as ›Freedom Riders‹, throughout the South to challenge systemic seg-
regation in transportation. By the time the Civil Rights movement peaked, with the now
historical march on Washington D.C. in August 1963, protesting racial discrimination,
demanding jobs, and support for civil rights legislation, Price had already forayed through
the doors of the onerous Met, in Verdi’s opera. Her performance on 27 January 1961 aug-
mented the ranks of three other Black artists (Baritone Robert McFerrin, Sopranos Matti-
wilda Dobbs and Gloria Davy) who preceded her in major roles at the Met, since Marian
Anderson unbolted the doors. Price said of her debut, that »It was the first operatic moun-
tain I climbed, and the view from it was astounding, exhilarating, stupefying.«14 One critic
asserted that:
Her Leonora proved to be a remarkable portrayal of a woman in whom digni-
ty struggled with desperation and in whom grief somehow shone more movingly
through a profound sense of repose. The amalgam of qualities made her fourth act
aria »D’amor sull’ali rosee« a dramatic as well as technical triumph. It was perhaps
the most wildly applauded moment of the present Met season.15
12 »Leontyne Price, her ›Annus Mirabilis.‹« Source and writer unknown.
13 Susan Heller Anderson, »Leontyne Price – Still the Diva«, in:New York Times 7th February 1982, p. 1.
14 On her 1961 Metropolitan Opera debut, in: New York Times 31st December 1984.
15 »A Voice Like a Banner Flying: Leontyne Price«, in: Time Magazine 10th March 1961, p. 1– 4.
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Price’s performance elicited an unprecedented 42 minute ovation that manifestly secured
her place as one of the Metropolitan’s leading sopranos.
From the beginning of her career, Price ardently tackled some of the most musically dif-
ficult, diverse and complex characters in opera. Her first season’s repertoire also included
Cio-Cio-San in Puccini’s Madama Butterfly (1904), Donna Anna in Wolfgang Amadé
Mozart’s Don Giovanni (1787) and Liù in Puccini’s Turandot (1926) in addition to a national
debut tour with the Metropolitan, several European bookings at La Scala, Milan, Wiener
Staatsoper, Altes Festspielhaus, Salzburg, and studio recordings. In a comparative assess-
ment of her Leonora and Cio-Cio-San, a Time Magazine critic wrote,
Butterfly she unveiled […] was, in contrast to her Leonora, a creature that lived on
the surface of emotion – tentative, vulnerable but never mawkish. In the last act,
when Soprano Price enacted the difficult suicide with a dignity that many a famed
soprano is unable to muster, Cio-Cio-San ceased to be a quaintly pathetic figure
and became what she rarely is – a truly tragic one.16
She went on to assume the role of Cio-Cio-San in Milan and Vienna. Leontyne Price
opened the following season as Minni in Puccini’s La fanciulla del West, altering history
once again, as the first Black to open a season at the Metropolitan Opera House, and
most significantly for her voice and dramatic skills. Concurrent with intercontinental re-
cital tours, opera debuts, and performances under the conductorship of world renowned
Maestros, Price fulfilled several engagements with the NBC-TV Opera Company includ-
ing Pamina in Die Zauberflöte (1956); and Donna Anna in Don Giovanni (1960); made sev-
eral recordings, signed an exclusive contract with RCA in 1958, and music editors and
critics designated her Musician of the Year in 1961. At the close of 1964, President Lyndon
Baines Johnson awarded Leontyne Price the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest
American civilian honor, expressing that »her singing has brought light to her land.«17
Price commanded an estimated $1.500 and $2.500 for each performance by 1964, and was
in constant demand as critic William Bender reported:
Operatic directors the world over either build their plans around Leontyne Price
these days or wish they could. When Rudolf Bing of the Metropolitan Opera and
Herbert von Karajan of the Vienna State Opera plan their schedules, they want to
know when Miss Price is available and what they can get her to sing. At the Met,
for example, she is a star attraction during the current gala World’s Fair season,
with four performances of three roles in two weeks – the female leads in Aida, Don
Giovanni and Il Trovatore. And on the Met’s annual spring tour, which will resume
after the World’s Fair gala, she will occupy an equally eminent position.18
After a decade hiatus from Butterfly, Price returned to the Metropolitan as Cio-Cio-San
in 1973 and again, received praise. »She was just as emotionally shattering as she used to
16 Ibid.
17 »Diva’s Date With Destiny: Leontyne Price Opens New Met«, in: Ebony December 1966.
18 William Bender, »Leontyne Price: Portrait of a Prima Donna«, May 1964.
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be in the part, and at the end of the evening the curtain calls went on for more than half
an hour.«19 Some critics lapsed into racial asides in their critiques, but their final words
were of praise, inspired by the caliber of Price’s performances. The following two excerpts
are indicative of ambivalent reviews of Price’s operatic endeavors. The first, after describ-
ing her home and divulging the name of the street on which she resides in Greenwich
Village, continues »It was in New York that Miss Price got her first two big breaks – a
role in Virgil Thomson’s Four Saints in Three Acts and the part of Bess in the famous
1952–1953 revival of Porgy and Bess. S h e g o t t h em b e c au s e s h e w a s a Neg r o
[emphasis mine], but it is hard to see how such a singer could have been stopped, regard-
less of her race.«20 The latter discussion is less overt, but the subtext reveals an analogous
ambivalence:
The soprano transcends the outward trappings of the role. She is obviously never
going to look very Japanese, although she handles the stylized movement dictated
by the Japanese stage director, Yoshio Aoyama, smoothly enough. What she has is
her own extraordinary dignity and an inward dramatic power that floods the stage
and is almost palpable.21
The professionalism with which she executed her performances from her nascence made her
a force with which to reckon. Regarding Price’s voice, the New York Times critic concludes:
Then there is the Price voice, often like velvet, but more often used for dramatic
purposes with an intensity that overwhelms the listener. Where it was called for,
the soprano could sing with a charming playfulness, and she has always been a mu-
sicianly artist. There was a lovely radiance to her singing in the first-act love duet,
but one remembers best the death scene, as the voice varied from a bleak, hollow
sound to the most searing tones. This was a great, heartbreaking performance.22
Leontyne Price forged ahead with a captivating performance as Aida, the same season
(1961), for which Time Magazine vividly reported:
Soprano Price’s triumph at the Met, as it often has been elsewhere, was her Aida.
Moving about the stage with feline grace, passing with a kind of visceral instinct
through moods that were supplicating and menacing, aggressive and sweet, she
achieved one of the great Aidas of operatic history. Sustaining all of the perfor-
mances was the voice, unfurling like a bright banner from the stage and through
the opera house.23
Price concluded her first season at the old Metropolitan as Liù, the slavegirl in Turandot,
and Donna Anna in Don Giovanni. With her established record, Leontyne Price would
19 Raymond Ericson, »Triumph for Miss Price: Soprano Gives Emotionally Shattering Performance in
Met’s ›Butterfly‹«, in: New York Times September 1973.
20 William Bender, »Leontyne Price«, May 1964.
21 Raymond Ericson, »Triumph for Miss Price«.
22 Ibid.
23 »A Voice Like a Banner Flying«, in: Time Magazine 10th March 1961.
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be the logical choice to open the New Metropolitan Opera House at Lincoln Center.
Consequently, twelve years after her public debut, Rudolph Bing selected Leontyne Price
to open the New Metropolitan Opera House starring as Cleopatra in Antony and Cleopatra,
a new opera based on Shakespeare’s play of the same title. Samuel Barber was commis-
sioned by the Metropolitan to create the work for this magnificent occasion. Emblematic
of her reverence for those who had preceded her at the Metropolitan, Price mused, »the
ghosts from the old house – Caruso, Flagstad – all those folks – have moved uptown, too.
When I’d look up at the gold ceiling, there they’d be, swingin’ around, saying to me, ›Lee,
you mess it up and we’ll take care of you!‹«24
Leontyne Price has mentored and served as role model to numerous people of all ages,
color and gender. Martin Bernheimer provides an analysis of Ethan Mordden’s critique of
Price’s significance indicating his recognition of the multiple facets of Price’s importance
as role model comments on her exquisite musicality, as well as her racial significance in
opera in his acclamation, that:
Price ›came Metward in a distinctly racial atmosphere, and has remained the world’s
resident black soprano ever since‹. He calls her a ›role model for young black singers
[…] an example of how to do justice to opera and oneself, how to spend commitment
and take one’s time‹. When it comes to describing Price’s voice, however, Mordden
chooses a stylistic rather than a racial definition: ›her Verdian timbre, so authorita-
tive that it has become the sound around which modern Verdians navigate‹.25
Price modestly assumes the responsibility of mentoring while eschewing self-aggrandize-
ment. It is through the exchange of stories recounting interactions with Ms. Price or her
recordings that others learn of her gracious generosity in mentoring. Frequently young
people fortunate to be in her audience appropriate Price as role model unbeknownst to her.
Mezzo-soprano Denyce Graves relates a personal experience that exemplifies Leontyne
Price’s import as role model in the lives of young opera aspirants. Graves tells: »When I
was in high school, a classmate and I discovered Leontyne Price. We locked ourselves in
a room. We cut all our classes. We listened to her sing Puccini arias over and over and
over and over. And I was so proud of her.«26 Graves shares that initially they were unfami-
liar with her opera repertoire, they only knew who Leontyne Price was and that she »sang
songs and spirituals and all kinds of stuff that we were working on, and we identified with
that. And I thought, Someday I’m going to be like Leontyne Price. She was the one.«27
Baritone Jubilant Sykes, a vocalist with the London Symphony Orchestra, whose reper-
toire consists of Old American Songs and Traditional Spirituals, declares, »I was in junior
24 Leontyne Price, on first performance in new Metropolitan Opera House, in: Life 30th September
1966.
25 Martin Bernheimer, »Yes, But Are We Really Colour Deaf?«, in: Opera 1985. Quoted in: Ethan
Mordden, Demented: The World of the Prima Donna, New York 1984.
26 http://www.beautyinmusic.com/artist_pages/denyce_graves_d.htm 21.04.2009. Cf: Robert Wilder
Blue, »denycegraves.com: The 21st Century Diva.« US OperaWeb: Online Magazine Devoted to American
Opera Spring 2002.
27 Marilyn Milloy, »Diva [Denyce Graves]«, in: Essence September 1996, p. 84. Byline by Denyce Graves.
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high when I went to see Leontyne Price sing […]. She was doing some Mozart arias and
then she did some spirituals and I went, ›Wow!‹«28
Lyric-spinto-soprano, Reri Grist recalls that some of her colleagues, with the exception
of George Shirley and Leontyne Price, were unkind to her during her early days on the
opera stage; she reminisces:
I […] remember a moment in San Francisco in Un Ballo in Maschera […] with the
great, great Leontyne Price. Leontyne was a great stage friend and a wonderful
colleague. I still choke up at the sounds this woman was capable of making. And I
had the privilege to stand on the stage with her as she sang.29
Price performed with world-renowned conductors, among them, Herbert von Karajan, Seiji
Ozawa, Zubin Mehta, James Levine, Erich Leinsdorf, Eugene Ormandy and Fritz Reiner;
in sold-out opera houses throughout the world garnering extended ovations at Covent Gar-
den, Teatro alla Scala, Fredric R. Mann Auditorium, Tel Aviv, Israel, and Wiener Staats-
oper. One critic impressed by Price’s rendering of Strauss lieder during a performance
in Mexico, wrote »the masterful German diction alone was enough to make the voice
teachers in the audience (and there were many!) sit up and nudge their nearby students.«30
According to the accolades from her colleagues, administrators, conductors and even stage-
hands, her kindness and consideration for others surpasses her vocal achievements.
Her legacy of excellence, combined with her vocal beneficence, augments her magni-
tude, and ensconces her in opera history as an extraordinary role model for future gen-
erations primarily for children of color, but for all children. Price acknowledged the im-
portance of role models for Black children living in a hostile society early in her career
by presenting recitals at Public elementary Schools, where she introduced the children to
Italian arias, adapting Verdi’s Aida into a children’s story, which she read to elementary
school children in Harlem.31 The story told from Aida’s perspective, that of a young Ethio-
pian princess who is bored in the palace and wanders off in search of excitement, only to
be captured and enslaved by Egyptians. Aida is proud and beautiful, and when her fa-
ther angrily denounces her a slave for her disobedience, she exclaims, »I am no t and will
n e v e r be a slave to anyone. I am the princess of Ethiopia, and I have never forgotten my
royal blood. My duty to you and to my country will always be first in my heart!«32 This
poignant story is beautifully illustrated with Black people in colorful African garments.
The character is indicative of Ms. Price, in her pride, humility, and discipline. The book
itself serves as a role model for children of color. It is a love story; it stresses the impor-
tance of love of self, country and parents.
28 Errol Nazareth, »Good Reason to be Jubilant Sykes Set on Living up to His Name«, in: The Toronto
Sun 3rd October 1997, p. 58.
29 Robert Wilder Blue, »Reri Grist: One of a Kin«, in: »American Opera at the Met: Part II.« USOp-
eraWeb: Online Magazine Devoted to American Opera. Vol. 3, N. 1. Spring 2003. http://www.usoperaweb.
com/2003/spring/grist.htm 21.04.2009.
30 Candace A. Magner, »Cheers Greet Leontyne Price«, in: Los Alamos Monitor September 1989.
31 Raymond Ericson, »Harlem Pupils Hear Leontyne Price«, in: New York Times 20th December 1968.
32 Leontyne Price, Aïda As Told by Leontyne Price, New York 1990.
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During one visit with elementary school children, a group of insistent youngsters man-
aged to inveigle an explanation on why Aida was her favorite. Price explained: »When I
sang Aida […] I used the most important plus that I have. You have it; I have it: this beauti-
ful skin. When I sang Aida, my skin was my costume.«33 Leontyne Price provides a »story-
teller’s note« at the end of the book sharing the significance this opera has in her life. She
confides that she believes Aida to be a »portrait of her inner self,« and continues:
She was my best friend operatically and was a natural for me because my skin was
my costume. This fact was a positive and strong feeling and allowed me a freedom
of expression, of movement, and of interpretation that other operatic heroines I
performed did not. I always felt, while performing Aida, that I was expressing all of
myself – as an American, as a woman, and as a human being. Vocally, the role was
perfectly suited to my voice in every respect – lyrically, dramatically, and in timbre.
The role presented no difficulties and because my voice was infused with the emo-
tions I felt about Aida, I sang with vocal ease and great enjoyment.34
Words of hope, encouragement, and comments to inculcate self-esteem are dispersed
throughout her compassionate discussions with children.
Price has given benefit recitals for the NAACP, singing compositions of Scarlatti,
Mozart, Wagner, Rachmaninov, and Strauss, concluding with ›spirituals‹ at Carnegie
Hall, New York Philharmonic Pension Fund, she has appeared in television commer-
cials in support of the United Negro College Fund (UNCF). A critic present at her 1976
NAACP recital published that her »art is a continuing treasure; that she is an American,
trained in this country, adds artistic luster to the Bicentennial.«35 She has facilitated ben-
efits for Harlem School of The Arts; first Met Board Member’s arts in school project
devoted to providing an affordable cultural education to Harlem children; and benefits for
the United Negro College Fund (UNCF).36 Price even participated in a benefit concert
for the University of Mississippi, the institution that had formerly denied her admission.37
Leontyne’s characteristic, excellence, charm and confidence can be attributed to her
Laurel, Mississippi community, although segregated, both Black and White provided a
loving, safe and supportive place that enabled her to grow, thrive and pursue her dreams.
The reasons are evidenced in a statement articulated by her benefactor, Mrs. Elizabeth
Chisholm, who replied to a critic: »I do not consider myself a Southern liberal or anything
like that […] this could not have happened to just any one. It had to happen to an individual.
It had nothing to do with whether either of us is green, blue or yellow. Leontyne has given
me far more than I have given her.«38 Price returns to Laurel, where she visits schools to
33 Anthony Tommasini, »Leontyne Price Reads Her Book Version of ›Aida‹ and Sings for Schoolchil-
dren.«, in: The New York Times May 30th 2000.
34 Leontyne Price, Aïda As Told by Leontyne Price.
35 Speight Jenkins, »A Priceless American Treasure«, in: New York Post May 1976.
36 »Diva’s Date with Destiny: Leontyne Price opens new Met«, in: Ebony December 1966.
37 Bill Zakariasen, »This Price Is Right: Celebrated Soprano Knows Her Musical Mind!«, in: The Daily
News 14th September 1982.
38 Jay Milner, »A Little Girl From Mississippi Makes Good«, in: Herald Tribune.
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talk with teachers and students. She encourages the children to complete their education
and shares her life’s experience as inspiration.39
She seized the opportunity as public figure to denounce racism, refusing to sing in
Atlanta until the taxis, restaurants and hotels were desegregated;40 articulated her cogni-
zance as a token in the business, frequently praised other vocalists, and paid homage to her
predecessors, especially Marian Anderson, whom she embraced as role model, perform-
ing at Constitution Hall in 1982 sponsored by the Daughters of the American Revolution,
43 years after they refused Marian Anderson the use of the hall, stating that: »Her example
of professionalism, uncompromising standards, overcoming obstacles, persistence, resil-
iency, undaunting spirit and will inspired me to believe that I could achieve goals that oth-
erwise would have been unthought of.«41 Price’s reverence for Black culture and music, and
her pride as an American are indicative in her contention that
Black folklore […] is so much apart of the entire heritage of this country. It is the
spiritual heartbeat of America. From it trials have been withstood, problems have
been solved, roots have been strengthened, progress has been made. If I can accept
the challenge of doing the German Lied or the French chanson, I always insist that
audiences listen to our exquisite folklore. There is no reason why a white artist can’t
sing spirituals either, for that matter […] I am a chauvinist about American artists
[…] because I think we are extraordinary professionals. I think nationalism in music
has been outgrown. I am not speaking only of myself because I am of a darker hue,
but of all Americana artists who are readily accepted all over the world singing the
music of many countries.42
Leontyne Price’s life example is her contribution to all. Her repertoire is comprised of
the greatest classical music in the world including Italian arias, German lieder, French
chansons, and operatic pieces, by the world’s greatest composers Verdi, Puccini, Handel,
Mozart, Schubert and Strauss, but she concluded her recitals and concerts with traditional
Negro spirituals, among them Swing Low, Sweet Chariot, Witness and Ride on King Jesus.
A critic referencing one of Price’s Carnegie Hall concerts describes the ambiance as »fas-
cinating to watch Leontyne Price turn two thousand staid concertgoers into clapping,
stomping witnesses for Jesus; she does it often.«43 She may not have taken to the pavement,
brandishing protest placards in opposition to racism, but she a self-identified »barrier-
breaker« was indeed, engaged in rigorous combat, wielding excellence and perfection as
her weapons, to keep the pathways cleared and the doors opened for others to enter the
hallowed gilt-encrusted opera and recital halls. During an era of segregation and racial
turmoil, Price’s grand talent and comportment enabled her to assume principal roles,
customarily assigned to white vocalists, opposite white men and women such as Placido
39 »Diva’s Date with Destiny«.
40 Raymond Ericson, »Harlem Pupils Hear Leontyne Price«, in: New York Times 20th December 1968.
41 Richard Green, byline, »Music, Civil Rights Worlds Mourn Anderson«, in: Associated Press 8th April
1993.
42 Freeman Gunter, »Leontyne Price: The Voice of Passion«, in: Mandate, June 1985.
43 Ibid.
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Domingo, Sherrill Milnes, Luciano Pavarotti, Franco Corelli, and Marilyn Horne, singing
in Italian, German and French like a denizen.
Leontyne Price exited as eloquently from the Metropolitan Opera stage as Aida, just as
she had entered 24 years earlier, as Leonora, in excellent voice. The velvet voice of course,
richer, wiser and seasoned. Critic, Donal Henahan, enumerated that this was Price’s »193rd
Metropolitan performance (44 as Aida)« rhapsodized that »in her most taxing aria, »O pa-
tria mia«, there were powerful reminders of the Price that we remember best and want to
remember, a Price beyond pearls.«44 At curtain, a captivated audience of four thousand ap-
plauded for almost a half an hour (approaching the 42 minutes during her debut) with addi-
tional millions watching a live telecast from Lincoln Center on Thursday, 3rd January 1985.
This is her gift, a voice designated »the Stradivarius of sopranos«,45 that is passionately
illustrious of beauty, and a woman who has demonstrated a generosity that has instilled
children of all ages with self-confidence and joy. Though we can no longer see the prima
donna assoluta in grand performance, her voice is immortalized on more than one hundred
recordings, record albums, videotapes and compact discs; and 18 Grammy awards from the
National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences. Price’s lifelong activities are character-
ized by and fortified with pride, gratitude, and grand humility. Narratives regarding the
positive influence Price’s performances have on young audiences are legion, mine included.
Initially we were captivated with her comportment, and then mesmerized by her voice that
made us believe all things were possible. The timbre, tone and beauty of Price’s voice in-
fused with meticulous enunciation in foreign languages, even if we did not know what she
was saying, transported us from our immediate environments to places we could dream of
and endeavor to reach.
Zoe Sherinian (Norman, OK)
The Development of Dalit Consciousness through
Tamil Christian Folk Songs: Global Implications
Christian Dalits in India have turned to folk music that incorporates Christian ethics of
equality, justice and sharing while drawing from empowering aspects of Dalit goddess reli-
gion to create a politically charged Christian theology and means to reform cultural natio-
nalism. In this paper, I analyzed the interplay between Dalit theology, social action and the
44 Donal Henahan, »Met Opera: Price Sings in Farewell«, in: New York Times January 1985.
45 Roger Cooper Horst, »Leontyne Price – Voice of the Millennium« NPRN (The Nebraska Public
Radio Network) Broadcast Features Leontyne Price. 3rd February 2001.
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